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Abraham  Lincoln 

portraits 


Marion  Blair 
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Excerpts  from  newspapers  and  other 

sources 


From  the  files  of  the 
Lincoln  Financial  Foundation  Collection 
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I J    Steele,  who  painted  portraits 

of  nine  Indiana  Governors,  to  be  "a 
true  Lincoln  of  more  than  ordinary 
character,"   has  been  found  in  the 
home  of  Dr.  Rodney   D.   Smith,  of 
'  Bloominirton,  grandnephew  of  Mari- 
j  on  Blair,  who  painted  the  picture 
[nearly  sixtj;^ years  ago.  ^ 

:j'  The  picture  is  in  an  oval  frame 
•about  13x17  inches,  and  while  it  has 
had  no  attention  since  the  original 
varnish  was  applied,  it  Is  in  excellent 
state  of  preservation.  The  signature 
"M.  Elair"  ia  barely  diacernable,  a 
fact  which  helps  to  establish  the 
worlt  as  that  of  the  Monroe  county 
Blair  and  not  that  of  another  Blair 
whose  name  was  found  among  the 
list  of  students  at  an  Indianapolis  art 
school  which  was  struggling  for  ex- 
'Istence  about  the  time  the  picture  was 
made.  ,Altiiough  Marion  Blair  en- 
joyed some  renown  aa  a  portrait 
-painter  in  civil  war  days,  he  was  not 
disposed  to  advertise  liis  worlt.  Some 
known  examples  of  his  painting  are 
not   signed. 

Blair  was  born  in  Bloomington  and 
spent  most  of  his  life  in  Monroe 
county,  going  to  Indianapolis  occa- 
sionally to  flU  orders  for  portraits. 
He  was  In  Indianapolis  at  the  time 
Lincoln's  body  lay  in  state  in  the 
old  Statehouse,  and  it  was  from  an 
impression  gained  at  that  time,  when 
he  spent  the  entire  day  viewing  the 
body  and  then  returning  to  the  foot 
of  the  long  line  of  mourners  to  pass 
by  again,  that  he  made  the  picture. 
Mr.  Steele  sees  in  the  painting  some 
resemblance  to  steel  engravings  of 
Lincoln  wliich  were  popular  soon 
after  the  great  loader's  death,  and 
Blair  may  liave  been  influenced  by 
them.  The  Brady  photographs  for 
which  Lincoln  sat  tlie  latter  part  of 
the  civil  war  period  show  that  Lincoln 
was  somewhat  more  careful  about  the 
arrangement  of  his  stock  and  collar 
than  is  indicated  by  the  Blair  por- 
trait, and  suggest  that  Blair  might 
have  gained  some  of  his  Ideas  from 
earlier  pictures  of  Liiuoln.  But  in 
general  the  picture  resembles  the 
Brady  pliotographs  as  to  the  features, 
and  bears  testimony  to  the  accuracy 
of  Blair's  observation. 

Spent   Boyhood   on   Parm. 

The  history  of  Marion  Bialr's  life  Is 
striking  proof  of  the  fact  that  genius 
may  spring  to  life  in  unexpected 
places  and-  assert  itself  against  great 
odds.  Blair  was  born  January  22, 
1824,  In  Bloomington,  the  son  of 
Enos  Blair,  sheriff  of  Monroe  county; 
In  1837  the  Blair  family  x-esources 
were  reduced  by  the  panic  and  the 
family  moved  to  the  country  seven 
miles  southwest  of  Bloomington,  in 
a  neighborhood  which  has  since  lieen 
called  Blair  Hollow.  The  boy  was 
sent  to  an  academy  and  was  for  a 
time  a  student  at  Indiana  University, 
but  there  is  no  record  of  his  gradua- 
tion. 

From  the  stories  about  his  youth 
and  early  manhood  which  still  persist 
in  the  Blair  Hollow  neighborhood,  it 
appears  that  he  was  regarded  as 
shiftless.      He    liad    no    aptitude    for 


farming,  either  as  a  young  man  on 
his  father's  farm  or  later,  after  he 
married  and  took  land  of  his  own. 
He  spent  much  of  his  tlm.e  in  the  open. 
He  refused  to  clear  his  land  of  tree.s. 
The  neighbors  said  It  was  because  he 
was  too  lazy  to  chop  and  plow  and 
plant,  but  his  defense  was  that  he 
enjoyed  the  trees  and  had  no  desire 
to  ruin  his  woods.  He  talked  to  the 
birds  and  wild  animals,  a  habit  which 
further  confirmed  the  neiglibors'  im- 
pression that  he  was  worthless.  His 
queer  manners  and  proclivities  re- 
sulted eventually  in  the  departure  of 
his  wife  and  children  for  Kansas, 
leaving  him  alone  In  the  cabin  which 
he  had  built  and  which  he  continued 
to  occupy  until  his  death. 

He  was,  however,  a  useful  citizen 
and  neighbor.  The  whole  community 
for  miles  around  depended  on  him 
for  legal  advice,  called  on  him  to 
write  letters,  patch  up  lovers'  quar- 
rels and  to  solve  the  political  prob- 
lems which  perplexed  the  minds  of 
busy  farmers  who  had  little  time  to 
read.  Blair  read  the  newspaper 
and  took  several  magazines.  Pio- 
neers who  recall  his  career  In  Blair 
hollow  say  that  he  never  refused  to 
help  a  neighbor. 

Had   Desire   io   Pnlnt. 

There  is  no  record  that  he  ever  re- 
ceived any  formal  instruction  in  art. 
His  own  explanation  is  that  the  de- 
sire to  paint  came  to  him  and  he 
"just  did  It."  He  made  pictures  of 
persons  in  the  neighborhod,  and 
finally  went  to  Indianapolis  and  ob- 
tained several  orders.  His  method 
of  work  was  to  paint  from  memory 
after  studying  his  subject.  Some  of 
the  people  whom  he  painted  did  not 
know  he  was  working  on  their  pic- 
ture until  he  showed  them  the  fin- 
ished product.  This  fact  was  taken 
into  consideration  by  persons  who 
sought  to  identify  the  Lincoln  paint- 
ing as  an  authentic  and  independent 
production. 

He  was  commissioned  by  the  Indi- 
ana general  assembly  to  paint  a  por- 
trait of  Governor  Oliver  P.  Morton. 
He  comt)leted  this  picture.,  but  in 
some  manner  it  was  lost.  It  was  not 
until  1921  that  it  was  returned  to  the 
state.  It  was  found  in  Cleveland,  In 
tlie  attic  of  a  house  occupied  by  "VV. 
P.  Blair,  a  descendent  of  the  Monroe 
county  Blair  family.  Mr.  Blair 
brought  it>^to  the  Statehouse  and 
turned  it  over  to  Demarchus  Brown, 
state  librarian.  The  canvas,  which 
Is  approximately  4x7  feet,  had  been 
removed  from  its  frame  and  rolled. 
Mr.  Blair  was  unable  to  account  for 
Its  presence  in  the  attic  among  a 
number  of  relics  and  heirlooms.  "The 
Morton  portrait  Is  badly  soiled  and 
checked,  but  the  likeness  agrees  with 
ether  portraits  of  tlie  state'.'s-  civil 
war  Governor,  and  although  un- 
signed bears  such  strong  resem- 
blance to  Blair's  other  work  that  it."? 
Identity  has  not  been  questioned.  It 
l.s  being  [>reserved  in  the  state  ar- 
clilves  until  such  time  as  money  for 
ita  restoration    is   available. 

An  "Intollerable   AVhItihsr." 

Marlon  Blair's  genius  found  ex- 
pression In  other  forms.  His  woven 
baskets  were  greatly  admired  for 
their  lines  as  well  as  for  their  sturdl- 
'  ness.  His  wood  carvings,  many  of 
I  which  are  preserved  in  the  Blair  Hol- 
(low  neighborhood  and  In  Blooinlng- 
j  ton,  have  been  admired  for  their  per- 
fect symmetry,  their  chaste  design, 
and  their  restraint.  He  was.  In  the 
words  of  his  neighborhood,  "an  in- 
tollerahle  whittler."  and  "just  fiddled 
i  and  fuddled  away  his  time  whlttlln' 
things  out  or  setting'  in  the  woods 
playin'  with  tlie  squirrels."  His  only 
tool  was  a  jackknife,  yet.  an  the  two 
examples  of  his  carving  shown  In  the 
photograph  prove,  he  was  able  to  ob- 
tain some  extraordinary  results.  For 
his  wood  carvlng-s  he  used  hard  curly 
maple  knots.  "The  spoons  shown  In 
the  picture  are  the  property  of  Jlrs. 
.Tames  S.  Hudson,  of  Hendricksvllle, 
Greene  county,  whose  parents  lived  in 
Marion  Blair's  house  and  worked  for 
him  In  his  later  years,  when  he  oper- 
ated a  grist  mill  whicli  he  had  built 
on   Ills   iParin. 

"  Blair  was  a  "greenbacker,"  and 
carved  a  peculiar  wooden  spoon,  with 
a  snake  entwined  about  the  handle, 
its  head  dipping  in  the  bowl.  'Phis  he 
sent  to  General  ,3en  Butler,  who  was 
dubbed  Spoony  Sutler  in  the  cam- 
paign. He  also  sent  an  original 
"greenback"  poem  to  .  Butler.  who 
published  the  poem  in  his  newspaper 
and  made  use  of  the  spoon  in  his  cani- 
n«!c-n.  / 


and  regardi*!  him  with  a  deg!^e  of 
reverence  which  ha  usually  reserved 
for  the  beauties  of  nature  which  ap* 
pealed  to  him.  :  A 

The  Lincoln  picture  was  very  dearf 
to  him.  He  regarded  It  as  the  proof 
that  his  art  studies  had  not  been  wast- 
ed. He  was  glad  that  when  he  had  op- 
portunity to  see  his  hero  he  also  baA 
the  ability  to  carry  away  an  accurate 
impt'ession  of  his  appearance  and  to 
set  it  down  on  canvas  for  the  enjoy-^; 
ment  and  inspiration  of  future  Sea^f; 
erations. 

In  his  later  years  he  lived  largely 
to  himself.  He  was  known  by  Bome 
as  the  recluse  of  Blair  Hollow.  The 
failure  of  his  family  life  seems  to  hav« 
weighed  heavily  on  him  in  later  years. 
A  neighbor  who  knew  him  well  de- 
scribed him  as  "that  gruff  and  bra?hy' 
he  skeered  a  person  when  he  said 
things  in  his  lordly  way.  His  deep 
voice  bellered  out,  and  If  you  didn't 
know  how  kind  he  war  under  th«- 
skin,  you'd  want  to  let  him  alone."  In, 
later  years  he  was  Invited  by  a  com- 
mittee of  the  legislature  to  go  to  in^; 
dianapoUs  to  retoucW  the  Morton  por- 
trait, but  he  Informed  the  committee 
that  he  was  out  of  practice  and  besldea 
he  did  not  have  the  clothes  to  dress 
properly  for  a  trip  to  Indianapolis. 
The  committee  was  unable  to  shaka. 
him  In  his  decision. 

Stories  of  Eccentricity.  /.  > 

The  Blair  Hollow  neighborhood 
people  recall  many  stories  of  his  eo- 
centrlolty.  There  was  a  good  spring 
on  his  farm,  and  this  served  as  his 
washbasin  every  morning,  even  In 
the  coldest  winter  when  he  had  to 
break  the  Ice.  He  would  never  aJlow^ 
the  Lincoln  picture  out  of  his  pos-: 
session,  and  would  show  It  only  aa  a.; 
great  favor  to  his  friends.  He  never 
volunteered  to  display  it.  In  tim« 
his  cabin  became  known  for  its  curi- 
ous examples  of  native  handicraft, 
and  raanv  persons  called  to  see  his 
>vork.  This  did  not  please  him.  and 
iometimes  his  visitors,  especially  the 
women,  got  the  impression  that  his 
manners  were  uncouth.  To  his  older 
friends,  however,  he  was  always  the 
same,  and  the  younger  people  in  the 
immediate  neighborhood  always 
called  him  Uncle  Marlon.  He  was 
somewliat  sensitive  about  his  age, 
and  in  answer  to  queries  as  to  howr 
old  he  was  always  answered,  even 
until  the  t/lnie  of  his  death  in  *1901: 
"I  am  t-wenty-six."  He  Is  buried  In 
Rose  Hill  cemetery  at  Bloomington 
beside  his  father  and  mother.  Hia 
possessions  were  sold  after  his  death 
or  given  away  to  relatives  and  neigh- 
bors. 

Theodore  C   Steele,  head   of  the  In- 
diana University  art  school,  examined''' 
the     Blair     portrait     of     Lincoln     and 
made    the    following   report    on    it:        t 

"There  is  no  doubt  this  is  a  tru» 
Lincoln,  and  of  more  than  ordinary, 
character.  The  work  is  not  that  of 
an  ainateur  liy  any  means.  It  shows 
life  and  character  skillfully  put  Into 
the   face.  ^ 

"I  have  seen  the  pose  In  steel  en- 
gravings or  wood  cuts,  but  whether 
the  artist  used  photographic  poses  of 
his  dav  to  aid  him,  or  whether  he  de- 
pended entirely  upon  his  personal 
memory  of  President  Lincoln  and 
UDon  his  brush  skill  to  portray  the 
character,  depends  somewhat  tipoQ 
the    genius   of   the   artist. 

Work  of  an   Artist.  '  ' o;   ' 

"If  this  portrait  is  an  orlgrinal, 
painting  from  m«mory  It  must  cer-, 
talnly  be  classed  among  the  valuable 
art  treasures;  but  if  It  Is  a  copy, 
made  from  another  artist's  work,  of 
course,  it  is  not  so  valuable,  even  If 
it  Is  plainly  the  work  of  an  artisti 
who   was  master  of  his  art. 

"As  a  portrait  of  Lincoln,  the  pic- 
ture is  strong.  The  character  Is  seen 
in  the  high  forehead  and  eyes.  A1-- 
though  the  view  of  the  face  and  head 
Is  different  from  that  seen  In  th« 
recent  painting  by  Douglas  'Volk,  tho 
same  fimdamentai  likenesses  are  no- 
th^eahle,  especially  in  the  lines.  In 
the  e.ve.s — which  are  hazel  blue,  al- 
most hazel  brown — the  nose,  mouth, 
chin    and    high   cheek. 

"It  i.i  not  Improbable  that  this  old 
painting  of  Abraham  Lincoln  is  «t 
least  partly  an  original  piece  of 
creative  work,  as  from  what  xre. 
know  of  Marlon  Bialr's  work  he  had 
ability  as  a  portrait  painter  above 
ordinary.  And  from  what  has  been 
recently  revealed  about  his  eccen-.- 
trie  life,  T  would  hesitate  to  say  this 
picture  might  be  a  copy,  even  con- 
sidering the  similarity  of  pose  to  oth- 
er ^pictures    of     Lincoln.       The    steel 
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PORTRAIT  OF  LINCOLN  FOUNDINBLOOMINGTON  HOME 
PAINTED  BY  MARION  BLAIR  NEARLY  SIXTY  YEARS  AGO 


"A  True  Lincoln  of  More  Than  Ordinary  Character,"  Is  the  Opinion    Expressed    by  Theodore 
C.  Steele  After  a  Study  of  the  Work — Blair  Was  Regarded  as  Peculiar,  by  His  Neigh- 
bors— Spent  Many  Years  of  His  Life  Alone  In  Cabii  in  Blair  Hollow. 


PMNTING    OF     LINCOLN 
BV  MARION    BLAIR. 


SiJ  M/VRIOKI     BLAIR..      FORGOTTEN 


(Al 


[By    Forest    M.    Hall] 

PORTRAIT  of  Abraham  Lin- 
coln,  done   in   oil    and   pro- 
nounced    bv     Theodore     C. 
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lU'S  LINCOLN  PORTRAIT 


pi^o^-i/  I     /^ile^'^  .    W-^'-^-t^-^-  HAS  TWIN  IN  INDIAb^APOLIS , 

NEW  EVIDENCE  SHOWS 


BLOOMINGTON,  Ind. — A  portrait  of  Abraham  Lincoln,  once  believed 


to  be  the  final  painting  of  Monroe  County  artist,  Marion  Blair,  may 
not  be  that,  according  to  Everett  Wilkie,  reference  librarian  at 


Indiana  University's  Lilly  Library. 

Wilkie  reported  in  a  recent  interview  new  evidence  which  suggests 
that  ait  least  two  Blair  paintings  —  one  of  Lincoln  and  one  of  Indiana's 
Civil  War  governor,  Oliver  P.  Morton,  may  post-date  the  painting  in 
Lilly  Library's  Lincoln  collection. 

The  story  behind  the  painting  is  fascinating,  according  to  Wilkie. 

Blair  apparently  stood  in  line  three  times  on  a  rainy  Indianapolis 
afternoon  and  evening  to  view  the  body  of  the  recently-assassinated 
president,  lying  in  state  in  the  Indiana  Statehouse. 

Blair  was  born  in  Monroe  County  in  1824  and  lived  on  a  farm  in 
the  western  part  of  the  county,  all  the  while  developing  a  reputation 
as  a  portrait  painter.   The  foundation  of  his  farmhouse,  seven  miles 
from  Bloomington,  is  still  visible  today,  Wilkie  said.   Blair  died 
in  1901. 

Wilkie  said  it  is  believed  that  Blair  passed  through  the  crowded 
Statehouse  three  times,  catching  momentary,  glimpses  of  Lincoln's  face 

-more- 


and  shoulders  and  emblazoning  them  in  his  memory. 

He  then  is  thought  to  have  returned  to  an  Indianapolis  studio  to 
paint  the  portrait  from  his  memory^   That  painting ,  believed  to  be 
Blair's  last,  was  passed  through  the  hands  of  family  members  and, 
in  1959,  into  the  Indiana  University  Lincoln  collection. 

A  December  visit  to  Lilly  Library  by  an  Indianapolis  medical 
doctor,  however,  has  caused  library  personnel  to  re-evaluate  the  history 
of  their  Blair  painting. 

According  to  Wilkie,  Dr.  Gail  Eldridge,  M.D.,  an  Indiana  history 
buff,  owns  a  portrait  of  Lincoln,  signed  by  Blair  and  amazingly  similar 
to  the  Lilly  Library  portrait.   The  painting  was  sold  to  Eldridge, 
Wilkie  said,  under  the  assumption  that  it^was  Blair's  last  work. 

lU's  painting  is  nearly  identical  to  the  one  owned  by  Eldridge^ 
Wilkie  said,  with  great  attention  i-)aid  to  details  of  Lincoln's  face 
such  as  the  scraggly  hair,  deep  naso-labial  folds  and  the  mole  on 
his  right  cheek. 

In  addition,  Wilkie  said,  Eldridge  ov/ns  a  painting  of  Indiana 
Governor  Oliver  P.  Morton  who  was  governor  from  1860-67.   That  v/ork 
is  believed  to  be  a  companion  piece  to  the  Lincoln  portrait.   He  said 
that  the  figure  of  Lincoln  occupies  a  greater  proportion  of  the 
Eldridge  painting,  though  both  portraits  are  identical  in  size, 

Eldridge  noted  in  a  phone  interview  that  today,  all  three  paintings-- 
the  two  Lincolns  and  the  Morton--are  m.ounted  in  identical  frames  made 
in  Cincinnati.   The  Lincoln  portrait  owned  by  the  Lilly  Library  was 

-more- 
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apparently  once  mounted  in  a  smaller  frame,  its  canvas  folded  back  to 
fit  a  smaller  oval.   Later,  it  was  restretched  to  fit  the  larger, 
matching  frame  in  which  it  is  displayed  today. 

In  addition,  Eldridge  pointed  out  that  all  three  paintings  may 
have  come  from  members  of  the  same  southern  Indiana  family. 

The  lU  portrait  was  donated  by  a  Dr.  Rodney  Smith.   Eldridge 's 
paintings  were  purchased  from  a  man  named  William  Smith.   Though 
there  is  no  clear  evidence  that  the  two  Smiths  were  related,  it  is 
possible  that  the  Blair  paintings  were  owned  by  the  same  family. 

All  of  this  evidence  suggests  that  the  lU  painting  may  be  only 
a  study  for  the  later  Blair  painting  which  is  owned  by  Eldridge, 
Wilkie  said. 

The  fact  that  lU's  painting  may  not  be  Marion  Blair's  last  is 
not  really  disappointing  for  Wilkie.   "It's  kind  of  exciting  to  think 
that  somewhere  out  there,  there  is  a  companion  piece  to  our  Lincoln," 
he  said.   "Somewhere  there  must  be  a  study  of  Governor  Morton." 


Steve  Bell 
812-337-3911 
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